for national unification that dominates the present-tense sequences, rendered in muted tones of black and grey. The lavish coloration of these memory scenes, most of which emphasize female knights, or the "nuxia pian," might be read as a kind of alternative history to the film's ostensible message of individual sacrifice for collective purpose. By highlighting the role of color as a symbol of cultural meaning, both films bring the seeming ephemera, the ornamental and the decorative dimension of epic film, the colors of costume and the symbolism of set design into thematic focus.
In a provocative study of the ideological encoding of color in Western art and theory, David Batchelor writes that color is understood as "the mythical, savage state out of which civilization, the nobility of the human spirit, slowly, heroically, 4. Gilles Deleuze, in Cinema 1, considers the epic in terms of the monumental, the antiquarian, and what he calls the critical-ethical horizons: "Finally, the monumental and antiquarian conceptions of history would not come together so well without the ethical image which measures and organizes them both ... The ancient or recent past must submit to trial, go to court, in order to disclose what it is that produces decadence and what it is that produces new life; what the ferments of decadence and the germs of new life are, the orgy and the sign of the cross, the omnipotence of the rich and the misery of the poor." (pp 150-151).
revista brasileira de estudos de cinema e audiovisual has lifted itself." (BATCHELOR, 2000: 23) Moreover, he writes that "Colour is often close to the body and never far from sexuality, be it heterosexual or homosexual. When sex comes into the story, colour tends to come with it." (BATCHELOR, 2000: 63) The history of the epic film would seem to bear this out. Among the innumerable associations of savagery, sex and color in epic films -and the corresponding absence of color to depict the noble realm of a higher spiritual plane --I will cite here only two or three of the most ready examples. In Gladiator (2000) Maximus's body is drizzled with blood as he descends for the first time into the underworld of the arena. "Red is the color of the gods," his fellow gladiator informs him, "you are in their favor." ( Figure   1 ) Maximus' long travail as a gladiator is marked by increasingly vivid color cinematography, highlighted by the golden sand of the Colosseum, the gleam of armor, the dazzling white, red, and purple of the décor. The barbaric richness of Maximus's life among the mongrel nation of gladiators, the subalterns of the empire, is in striking contrast to his frequent flash forwards to the mystic land of Elysium, which appears initially as a grey wall with a gate, and later as an idealized landscape from which most color has been drained. Elysium, in the film's chromatic scheme, is painted in faded, muted tones, lightly tinted with blue. The afterlife --the location of Maximus's long awaited reunion with his wife and son -is curiously pictured here in almost dismal colors, an enfeebled pallet that has a twilight gloom about it, perhaps to signify a kind of elevation or transcendence from the fleshly realm. ( and the riches that go with it, and his Arab benefactor offers him the opportunity to drive his horses in the Circus. Ben-Hur's visit in the Arab tent is replete with the trappings of luxury, a spectacle of saturated color, providing an emphatic shorthand for the delights of the Eastern world. At the film's conclusion, however, as the crucifixion and death of Christ unfolds, the film shifts chromatic keys dramatically, darkening the sky, muting the set in greys and blues, clothing Ben-Hur, his sister, and his mother in drab cloth. The release of Ben-Hur's family from the curse of leprosy, and the symbolic redemption of the world that is suggested here with a lightning bolt, is rendered by flooding the screen with the red of Christ's blood, and then, oddly, constraining the color, reducing the pallet, suppressing the chromatic range to brown, gray, and shadow, a decisive subduing of the vitality and energy communicated in the film's earlier scenes.
Perhaps the most striking example of the cultural messages embedded in color in the epic film can be found in recent Chinese epics, a genre in which striking hues are dominant. In the extraordinary films Hero, House of Flying Daggers (2004) , and Red Cliff (2008), for example, color defines cultural values that are strongly revista brasileira de estudos de cinema e audiovisual associated with aesthetic traditions of painting, theater, and philosophy. The design intensive mise en scene featured in these films foregrounds color almost as a kind of metalanguage, registering both nation and historical tradition as well as communicating what Batchelor calls an "ahistorical, extra-linguistic, sensual embrace … that ravishing intimation of paradise." (p. 79) (Figure 3 ) Taking on a specifically art cinema quality, the epic here can be characterized explicitly as a color genre, one in which the rich pallet, the sumptuous display of a series of enameled frames functions as an aesthetic language that is overpowering and seductive, and that often works in counterpoint to themes of duty and sacrifice.
Rather than a threatening state of savagery, color here signifies the meeting place of national feeling and aesthetic form.
In Oliver Stone's Alexander, the eponymous hero embraces the alternative 
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Dossiê epic hero gains the authority, the mandate to complete his quest only after becoming one with the multitude, falling into slavery, becoming a nomad, drawing from the multitude a sense of purpose and nobility. Forced into a period of wandering, exile, and nomadism, the hero in many epics becomes one with the mongrel and subaltern worlds --a crucial motif in films such as The Ten Commandments (1956 ), Spartacus (1960 , and Ben-Hur. The encounter with the refugee and the dispossessed, the slave and the subaltern, provides the hero with strength of purpose; by becoming a nomad, the character discovers his true course.
In Alexander, however, the radical dissolution of boundaries and the incorporation of the other become the entire point and purpose of the hero's narrative, a theme that is conveyed most effectively through color. Rejecting the world of Macedonia, a domain riven by hierarchy, jealousy and rivalry, Alexander embraces the "barbaric" styles of Babylon and India, a theme rendered emphatically in the changing color schemes of the film, with its most elaborate sequences of chromatic invention occurring in scenes that are set in explicit contrast with Macedonia. The film juxtaposes three major color movements defining the three principal settings of the film: Macedonia, Babylon, and India. Each communicates a set of messages through color, messages that are underlined and amplified by juxtaposition. Cutting from Macedonia to Babylon, and from India to Macedonia, Stone constructs a kind of intellectual montage of color contrasts that augments and to some extent shapes the larger messages of the film.
The cinematographer for the film, Rodrigo Prieto, has discussed the use of colored filters in Alexander, and stated in an interview that Stone wanted the Macedonia sequences to have a pellucid, "innocent" look filled with primary colors. (BOSELY, 2004: 3) Indeed, the diurnal, exterior scenes set in Macedonia are exceptionally crisp compositions, almost abstract in their bleached clarity. The revista brasileira de estudos de cinema e audiovisual "innocence" that Stone wishes to achieve, however, is deceptive; the whiteness of the Macedonian scenes seems to me to be aggressively white, as Batchelor says, "There is a kind of white that is more than white . . . that [doesn't] The cave scene in Pella is exemplary. After brilliantly taming the wild stallion Bucephalus, the boy Alexander is ushered to the caves by his father, who instructs him on the duties of kingship and the costs of pride and ambition.
Archaic illustrations on the walls, nearly monochromatic, are incised in black silhouette on dull stone, illustrating the fates of Prometheus, Oedipus, Heracles, and Achilles, heroes whose ambition, Phillip asserts, offended the gods. The dialogue here is of overreaching and punishment, and the color scheme is a muted, burnt shade that is drained of all luster. The one color that stands out, illuminated by Philip's torch, is the red of the heroes' blood seemingly flowing down the rock. Although these illustrations are not based on the artistic forms of the known historical past, but rather are inventions on Stone's part, they serve a distinct narrative and symbolic role, setting Philip in the position of an intimate but also in the role of punisher of youthful ambition. It is not by accident, it seems to me, that the first illustration Philip explicates in this scene is a primitive drawing of Prometheus being attacked by the eagle, a scene illuminated by Philip's flaming torch thrust tellingly toward the wall painting as he describes Prometheus' fate. Here the world of the mythic past is reduced to two colors, and two emotions -ambition and suffering. Deeply ambivalent, the scene begins as Philip's introduction into the hard responsibilities of kingship and the sacrifices it entails, but ends with Alexander proclaiming his determination, to his father's unease, to one day appear upon this wall, to challenge the gods and The scene unfolds in the clear light of the Mediterranean afternoon, in lightness and clarity. It is vivid color, however, that organizes and shapes our perception of the sequence. From the very first glance, the spectator is put on the alert: the whites are too white; the red of Olympias's shift is too red; the primary, saturated colors are so intense they function almost as a series of caution signs, shouted warnings, a mood reinforced by the near toppling of the god statue that Philip erects to himself. As Philip prepares to celebrate his victory over the Greeks by staging a tribute to himself, a celebration that takes place in a theatre, Alexander asks to stay by his side, as if he has a premonition. Philip rejects his offer, accusing Alexander of political motivations, and sends him out of frame.
But as Philip steps into the anteroom of the theatre, the shadows of the room engulf him, and the scene shades to black. When he emerges from the anteroom into the main arena, Olympias, clothed in scarlet, is situated in the center of the frame. (Figure 6 ) Philip raises his arms, and the camera follows, providing a brief shot of sky and then a blinding image of the sun that seems to wash all color from the frame. As a young soldier approaches to begin the honors, clothed in revista brasileira de estudos de cinema e audiovisual a scarlet cape, he kisses Philip on the lips; the scene then cuts to Alexander, who now remembers the soldier as a youth, a young man who Philip had allowed to be abused. The man breaks off the kiss, spits on Philip, and runs him through with his sword, with the red of his assassin's cape nearly blotting out the scene.
For the spectator, the violence of the scene is already foreshadowed and encoded in the color imagery. The black and white frames that bracket Philip's murder, the wild red of Olympias' costume and the assassin's cloak, the bleached backdrop of the theatre and the garish colors of the statues of the gods: the color details stand out as a kind of visual punctuation against the chalk white of the amphitheater. And as Philip steps into the dark cave of the anteroom, it recalls the cave scene at Pella, where dark and light cohabitate. The color that has historically been dialed back in narrative films, seen either as a distraction or as a spectacle that would lead the viewer's attention away from the loftier goals of narrative, goes underground in epic films, and reappears in scenes of violence or sex.
The summit of the film's color design is in the use of color infrared film stock in the massive battle scene set in India. With the Macedonian cavalry ranged against Indian elephants in a dense forest, the battle turns against Alexander's 
Hero (2003)
In Zhang Yimou's Hero, the use of color as an emotional container of meaning is perhaps even more pronounced than in Alexander. The primary conflict of the film, which centers on the opposition between unity and freedom, is explicitly displaced from the narrative structure to the color register; in other words, displaced from the "core" of the film to the surface, coded into expressions of hue, shade, and saturation. Primarily a director of surfaces, Zhang, in the words of Rey Chow, shifts attention away from message to the form of the utterance: "meaning," she writes . . . is displaced onto the level of surface exchange. Such a displacement has the effect of emptying "meaning" from the conventional space -the core, the depth, or the inside . . . and reconstructing it in a new locus, the locus of the surface, which not only shines but "glosses," which looks, stares, and speaks." 
Dossiê
In my view, however, the film's extraordinary color design invites us to consider an altogether different reading of the work, and to shift our focus from the narrative of sacrifice and conformity to the utopianizing effect of cinematic aesthetics. As I have argued elsewhere, the magnifications of scale, the virtuosity of special effects, the detonations of violence, and especially, the climaxes of color so characteristic of epic film create what Sobchack calls a "carnal experience of history in film. " (1990: 24) Reading Hero in this light, as a carnal experience of history accessed through color and movement, provides a way of understanding the film that overwrites the ostensible narrative message of unity over freedom.
Set in the Qin dynasty of 2200 years ago, the framing story concerns a Chinese king who sets out to unite China's warring states. A possible assassin, Nameless, has been granted an audience with the king because of his claim that he has slain three of the king's sworn enemies, the legendary fighters Sky, Broken Sword, and Flying Snow. The king asks Nameless to tell the story of his conquests, and to provide proof of his valor, as he is dubious that Nameless could be so skilled as to defeat all three. Nameless narrates the stories of his various encounters with the three warriors, each of which is expressed in a different color, after 
Conclusion
Color has begun to be addressed in film studies in ways that have illuminated the history of the medium in new ways. Far from being a rare and specialized technology, various color techniques were applied to film from the very earliest period of filmmaking, indeed, from the medium's inception.
Recent studies have also traced the broad implications of color strategies in film, its role in shaping discourses of national identity, and its importance in framing narratives of modernity. Resistance to color, however, has also been a prominent characteristic of Western modernity, as competing claims of social authority and cultural taste have often coalesced around color as an emotional language, one that moves spectators along a continuum that includes sensual excitement and moral refinement.
In this essay, I have considered color in film from the perspective of genre studies, exploring the epic film as a case study. Vivid chromatic design has been a prominent feature of the epic from the first iterations of the genre form. Yet color has been nearly ignored in critical discussions. By analyzing the color schemes of two exemplary works of film color design, I have tried to show how the thematic and narrative registers of these two films is complicated and enriched by codes of color. Often considered simply as spectacle or as merely decorative, color asserts itself in these works as a primary strategy for rendering character, articulating plot, and ultimately, for linking the historical past with ongoing critical and ethical issues in the present.
